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Introduction
Within the policy and research field of violence, crime, and insecurity in Latin America, analysts increasingly see violent and criminal behavior among youths as a crucial topic. In many countries, youth violence is identified as one major cause of insecurity (see for example, Fournier 2000) . In addition to the concerns raised from a mere security perspective, social actors and scholars focus on youth violence from other viewpoints as well; they discuss it, for instance, with regard to social and development policies. 1 As approximately one-third of the Latin American population is under 15 years of age, social phenomena among youths 1 7 (Nicaragua and El Salvador vs. Costa Rica), and countries with crime and violence problems perceived as high/increasing and low (El Salvador and Costa Rica vs. Nicaragua). The research design is not comparative in a strict sense: Firstly, the three countries are analyzed not only as individual cases, but also as part of Central America as one "bounded system" (Stake 2000) . Secondly, the analysis does not pretend to detect causalities between independent and dependent variables by comparing countries that feature those variables with countries that do not. The project and this paper do not aim to explain why a given discourse exists or why a government adopts a policy. Rather, the endeavor is to find out which discourses exist (and which of them are hegemonic) and what societal and political context they exist in. The project focuses on violence-related discursive constellations at the local, national, and transnational level. It analyzes how political actors, the media, "common people,"
and the scientific community talk about violence and security. Oettler (2007: 27-28 ) summarizes some of the main hitherto established results of the project as follows:
[P]ublic life in the three Central American countries […] is shaped by the fear of crime, albeit with varying threat levels and different objects of fear. […] [T]here are crossnational discursive leitmotivs.
[…] The notion of organized youth violence has amounted to the most important feature of national and international debates on violent Central
American "realities."
Given the prominence of youth violence in the Central American discourses of violence, this paper aims to provide a more detailed analysis regarding that topic. It focuses particularly on the social construction of youth violence on the one hand, and the youth violence-related security policies of governments in Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and El Salvador on the other.
The methodological approach of the project and, hence, of this paper is to conduct a discourse-analytical examination of the talk of (youth) crime in the three countries using a qualitative research design. Taking as a starting point a critical evaluation of the available quantitative data, such as crime statistics and victimization surveys, which many researchers, journalists, and politicians use to substantiate their viewpoints, the project does not intend to discover the "real" dimensions, causes, or consequences of violence in Central America. 3 Instead, it focuses on the way the Central American societies treat the perceived security problems discursively. Therefore, it analyzes written and spoken statements of different powerful and less powerful speakers 4 in Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and El Salvador, partially using computer software for qualitative data analysis ("atlas.ti"). The division of speakers into more and less powerful members of society is based on the concept of "discursive power" as used in CDA; see for example, van Dijk 2001: 352-371. 8
Peetz: Discourses on Violence in Costa Rica, El Salvador, and Nicaragua-Youth and Crime
Empirically, the discourse analysis is based on sources gathered in the three countries in late
2006. The main sources consist of party platforms; the speeches of prominent politicians; laws and other legal texts; press articles; scholarly texts; about 90 qualitative guided interviews with a wide range of people from different social classes, professions, sexes, ages, etc.;
and about 230 brief essays which students of six high schools in the three countries drafted on the topic of violence and insecurity. 6 This selection of sources was chosen to cover both powerful and less powerful speakers. The source selection also reflects the research project's aim of achieving insights regarding the discourses that circulate in specific discursive spaces, in particular in the media, in the political arena, in the academic debate, and in "everyday discourse." 7 It is assumed here that the argumentative foundations of state responses to youth violence and juvenile delinquency are closely linked to the way youth crime is constructed in these discursive spaces. The influences and interrelations between one such discursive space and another and between the discourses and the states' policies are the subject of this paper.
The security policies are analyzed on the basis of the existing literature on the matter, the media coverage, 8 and also some of the above-mentioned qualitative interviews. 9 Unlike the analysis regarding youth violence as such, the analysis of the related policies will not focus on the discursive dimension and will not discuss questions with respect to how our knowledge about those policies is generated. Instead, it will analyze the security policies using "conventional" (positivist) policy analysis. This is not a contradiction to the general constructivist approach of this paper. Rather, the inclusion of a non-discourse-analytical section is legitimate, because the subject of this part of the analysis (security policies on youth violence) is much less a disputed "reality" than the subject of the discourse analysis (youth violence). And, only this combination of constructivism-inspired and positivist methods allows for the detection of the relations between discourses and policies. From a policy-analysis point of view, this research design is in line with Hajer's (1993: 45) claim that " [t] he real challenge for argumentative analysis is to find ways of combining the analysis of the discursive production of reality with the analysis of the (extradiscursive) social practice [...] ."
speaker advocates tougher laws for juvenile offenders. The code can be grouped with other codes to a code family such as "repressive measures." In this way, the researcher can later find all text passages (from different documents) regarding "tougher laws" or "repressive measures" at the push of a button. 6 The students' texts are documented in Huhn/Oettler/Peetz 2008b. 7 On the definition of "everyday discourse" used in the project, see Huhn 2008. 8 For the reconstruction of the security policies, in addition to the newspapers included in the data corpus of the discourse analysis, other media, especially online newspapers and news services, were consulted. Much relevant information was provided by "IberoDigital," the online press archive on Latin America from the GIGA German Institute of Global and Area Studies (accessible on the Internet at: www1.unihamburg.de/IIK/IberoDigital, 19/5/2008).
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Some of the interviews, though conducted primarily with the intention of generating discursive events to be analyzed in the discourse analysis, have many characteristics of "expert interviews." Some interviewees, such as criminologist and judge Douglas Durán in Costa Rica or Edgardo Amaya, then jurist of the Salvadoran human rights NGO FESPAD (Fundación de Estudios para la Aplicación del Derecho), can undoubtedly be considered "experts."
"Seguridad Ciudadana"
All over Latin America, government policies meant to prevent and/or combat youth violence are generally designed and implemented within the context of the state's policies of seguridad ciudadana. The concrete meaning of seguridad ciudadana varies significantly, depending on who uses it (and where, when, etc.) . 10 However, many authors agree that the term relates to two levels of reality. First, it refers to a condition or a state: to the absence of threats which could endanger the security of a person or a group. In this sense, the term has a highly normative meaning. It describes an ideal situation-probably inexistent in any part of the world but existing "como un objetivo a perseguir " (González 2003: 17, " as an objective to strive for"). Second, it refers to public policies aiming (but probably never managing) to achieve this ideal situation. In other words, it refers to policies that seek to eliminate security threats or to protect the population vis-à-vis these threats. In this latter sense, the term seguridad ciudadana refers to an empirically existent social practice.
Governments and other actors use the term seguridad ciudadana because it has the connotation of a preventive and, to a certain degree, liberal approach to problems of violence and crime. The expression as such emphasizes the protection of the citizen. It thus contrasts with the protection and defense of the state as postulated by the concept of seguridad nacional (national security), which dominated the public debate on security in past decades. The terminological shift suggests that the state now protects the physical integrity, property, and individual rights of all citizens. Yet, the concept and practice of seguridad ciudadana tend to create a difference between citizens who deserve protection and social groups considered to be a potential threat. Depending on the country, the latter may be, for example, drug addicts or dealers, ethnic groups, immigrants, or, as this paper argues, youths. In a way, people who are part of these groups become the "criminal other" because the policies of seguridad ciudadana implicitly exclude them. 11 Often, the state does not protect these people, and their human and civil rights are violated. This, in turn, is justified by the alleged need to protect those citizens considered to deserve protection.
Youth Violence
When we categorize an act as juvenile delinquency or youth violence, we pick one of the many aspects of a given deed and define it as the distinctive one. Apart from the fact that the act is considered criminal or violent, 12 the age of its perpetrator becomes the crucial characteristic by 10 For example, there is no consensus as to whether seguridad ciudadana also refers to nonintentional (traffic accidents, natural disasters) or economic and social risks and threats. which to classify it. 13 Other aspects, such as the sex or ethnicity of the offender or the victim, the place where the "crime" was committed, the nature of the deed (theft, graffiti spraying, murder…), and so forth, are not relevant for the categorization as youth violence. However, those other aspects might be highly important, for example, in terms of the offender's motives, the methods used to prosecute the crime, or the society's chances of preventing similar acts.
The fact that one and the same crime (for example, the assassination of a woman by a young migrant) may simultaneously be an act of youth violence, immigrant criminality, and femicidio ("femicide," murder of a woman), shows that the way we perceive a phenomenon is heavily dependent on socially determined and historically mutable categories.
The Discourse-Analytical Approach
From this constructivist point of view, youth violence exists by virtue of its being socially constructed; the dimensions and causes we attribute to it, as well as the approaches we invent to combat or prevent it, depend at least as much on the characteristics of this construction as on the behavior of a country's youths. Therefore, this paper does not contain an empirical introduction to the dimensions, causes, or consequences of youth violence in Central America, nor does it aim to contrast the "reality" of youth violence or youth gangs 14 in Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and El Salvador with the social construction of that "reality." Taking the constructivist approach seriously, it makes no sense to present statistical data on homicides committed by juvenile offenders with the intent of unmasking a discourse as exaggerated or erroneous.
Whether a discourse is right or wrong is not the issue here. Instead, this paper aims to identify the specific characteristics of the discourses and address the question of whether and how the discourses are interrelated with the security policies of the respective countries.
The measures taken by governments and other actors are not "natural" reactions to a phenomenon such as youth violence. Rather, they depend on the specific perception each actor has of the problem, and this perception, in turn, is influenced by the public discourse regarding the phenomenon. The specific power relations in a given society determine both the discourse and the impact it has on policymaking. A discourse is generated in multiple dis-
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Like violence or delinquency, "youth" is a social and therefore variable category. For the Latin American context, Potthast/Carreras (2005: 8) state: "The notions of childhood and youth are changing. We already know that these categories are cultural constructions exposed to constant changes and variable according to culture and time" (original quote in Spanish; this and all further translations-Spanish or German to English: PP).
14 Regarding youth gangs in Latin America in general, Strocka (2006: 134) notes that "the actual degree of violent and criminal activity is not the issue. What distinguishes youth gangs from other forms of youth groups is that society generally perceives the former to be collectively and inherently associated with illegal and violent activities. In other words, youth gangs are socially constructed as essentially violent and criminal groups of young people who represent a social problem and a serious threat to society. Indeed, one might say that gangs only exist to the extent that their existence is problematic" (italics in original; see also Huhn/Oettler 2007 and Huhn/Oettler/Peetz 2008a (Foucault 2002: 90) . By means of repetition and acceptance, a discourse is a condition and-at the same time-a consequence of collective practices: "Discourse is socially constitutive as well as shaped" (Fairclough/ Wodak 1997: 258) . It constructs, transforms, and structures the collective practices. Contrary to the assumption that individual actors, such as politicians or the mass media, "create" or control opinions which are then accepted by society, Jäger (2004: 148) postulates that a discourse is hard to control:
[N]o individual determines the discourse. A discourse is, so to speak, the result of all the many efforts people make to act in a society. What comes out is something that nobody wanted to come out like that, but which everybody has contributed to in different ways.
[Original quote in German]
In spite of these self-generating dynamics, discourses are not produced in a chaotic way.
Critical discourse analysis (CDA) has claimed that the historical and ideological context in which a text (or any other discursive event) is produced has to be taken into account as much as the text itself (see for example , Wodak 2001; van Dijk 1999) . CDA refers particularly to the power relations that determine how "natural" a social construction seems to a given society and to what extent it is possible to defy the conventions.
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The Social Construction of Youth Violence in Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and El
Salvador
This section aims to detect the hegemonic discourses on youth violence in Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and El Salvador. Therefore, not only are the discourses of "powerful" speakers, such as the media, politicians, and scholars, analyzed but also those of "less powerful" members of society, such as high school students. It is necessary to consider both "powerful" and "less powerful" speakers because a discourse can only be identified as hegemonic, firstly, if it is the discourse of the discursive elite and, secondly, if nonelite members of society also accept it as "valid knowledge" (Jäger 2004: 149) . Regarding the discursive elite, in addition to that of political actors-whose (discursive and material) power does not need to be explained-the media's and the academic community's discourses are included in the analysis. The media, for example, high-circulation newspapers, not only reproduce and multiply opinions, they also produce and transform them (Bourdieu 1998: 28) . Especially in Central America, media are not only commercial institutions, but are also pursuing a political agenda of their own (Huhn/Oettler/Peetz 2006b: 11-19) . Scholars and the institutions they work for can be considered discursively "powerful" because they are important producers of the argumentative bases of the public debate. Their findings and interpretations are often (adapted and) repro-duced in the media and in the political realm; and they influence governmental and nongovernmental decision makers through counseling. 15
The Media Discourse
As shown in a previous work (Huhn/Oettler/Peetz 2006b) See also Huhn/Oettler/Peetz (2006a: 23-25) , who outline the reasons for choosing this range of discursive spaces (media, politics, everyday discourse, etc.) more extensively.
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For detailed information on these and all other newspapers mentioned (ideological stance, circulation numbers, etc.), see Huhn/Oettler/Peetz 2006b: 11-19 . In the three countries, the two newspapers with the highest circulation were selected for the analysis.
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Costa Ricanism for youth gang. Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (Sandinista National Liberation Front).
We are going to work on the issue of gangs in Nicaragua; we are oriented towards social reintegration of their members as a form of solving the exclusion of those sectors in a social manner, and, at the same time, giving sustainability to citizen security.
Not surprisingly, the only passage-located on page 44 of a total of 45-referring to youth violence in the MRS' 19 program sounds quite similar:
Impulsaremos programas para trabajar con los jóvenes organizados en pandillas y para promover su incorporación al trabajo y a la vida de la comunidad. (Alianza MRS 2006: 44) We are going to implement programs to work with youths organized in gangs and to promote their integration into the labor market and into community life.
Regarding the right-of-center parties, no ALN 20 document containing the party's or its presidential candidate's plans concerning youth violence has been found. The policies the PLC 21
proposes, in terms of seguridad ciudadana in general, seem to be inspired by the mano dura (iron-fist) rhetoric of successful contenders in previous elections in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala. Yet, with regard to the particular issue of youth violence, it is difficult to find any differences from the preventive and rehabilitation-oriented stances of FSLN or MRS:
Reforzaremos la seguridad ciudadana especialmente en los barrios de mayor concentración poblacional con una política de cero tolerancias a la delincuencia. Asimismo fomentaremos la reinserción social de los grupos juveniles en riesgo.
( Alianza PLC 2006: 37) We are going to strengthen citizen security, especially in neighborhoods with major population concentration, applying a zero-tolerance policy against delinquency. Also, we will encourage social reintegration of the juvenile groups at risk.
Regarding documents from political actors, the Costa Rican case is similar to the Nicaraguan in terms of the relatively low importance of youth violence within the broader context of insecurity. It is crucial to note, though, that this broader context is of much higher relevance in the public debate in Costa Rica than in Nicaragua. For Costa Rica as for Nicaragua, there are rather few sources with any kind of "official" character (speeches of high-ranking politicians, party platforms, etc.) that explicitly address the issue of youth violence or juvenile delinquency. Sometimes, as in the following extract from current president Óscar Arias' inaugural speech, youth and crime are only implicitly linked-here, by connecting education with crime and by mentioning "school corridors" as a site of (small-scale) drug trafficking: Education and security. From today on, we are going to adopt a clear course in public education.
[…] We are going to adopt a clear course in the fight against insecurity and drugs. We are going to be tough on delinquency, but even tougher on the causes of delinquency. We are going to deepen the preventive orientation of the Public Force [that is, the police] and we are going to provide it with more resources.
[…] We are going to fight drug trafficking relentlessly. And not only the big drug trafficking, but, in particular, small-scale drug trafficking, as it happens at the corners of our neighborhoods, in the parks of our communities, at the doors and in the hallways of our schools.
This will be one of the first priorities in terms of citizen security.
The quote also provides a good example of the government's approach to reducing (juvenile)
delinquency. In a way, Arias' rhetoric resembles that of the Salvadoran government, as it advocates repressive policies in combination with preventive and rehabilitation-oriented meas- -The attention to specific problems of children and youths with delinquent behavior and of youth gangs, by means of training programs that take into account their dignity, generate labor, and foster their integration in society.
-Prevention and rehabilitation of youths in marginalized rural and urban areas by means of a variety of social and educational programs and projects which respect them as human beings.
The document explicitly refers to "youth gangs" ("pandillas juveniles"). The political class seems to be sharing the media's view and depiction of youth violence as a twofold problem:
of gangs on the one hand, and other problems (particularly drugs and violence in schools)
on the other. (FMLN 2003: 18) 7th, secure country: Progress of citizen security, the reduction of social violence, the overcoming of the mara problem, and the effective fight against all kind of crime and impunity.
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Regarding how to solve the problem, there is no such consensus. Rather, there is a fierce polarization between the political right, which favors repression, and the leftist opposition, which opposes it.
24
Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación Nacional (Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front). security paranoia-from which only the right has managed to benefit at the ballot box.
The Academic Discourse
In the academic debate on violence and insecurity in Nicaragua, a considerable corpus of literature on youth-specific topics, particularly youth gangs, has emerged in the past few years (for example, Rocha 2003 Rocha , 2005 Rocha , and 2007 DIRINPRO et al. 2004; Rodgers 2002 Rodgers , 2003 Rodgers , and 2007 . This is in contrast to the relatively low profile these topics have had, as we have seen, in the media and in the political arena. Presumably, the fact that-outside Central America-maras are known as a "Central American" problem has contributed to this academic overrepresentation of gang issues in Nicaragua as well as in Costa Rica. One of the most important publications on youth gangs in Central America, the four volumes of Maras y pandillas en Centroamérica (ERIC et al. 2001 , 2004a /b and Cruz 2006 , is a typical example: Despite all the differences between Guatemalan, Salvadoran, and Honduran maras on the one hand, and Nicaraguan pandillas on the other, each volume includes one chapter on the Nicaraguan case just as it does for the three other countries (the case of Costa Rica, though, is not included); two of the four volumes were published in Managua. Also, it seems that Nicaragua's past, marked by revolution and armed conflict, has drawn some attention to the country's current gang problem and has turned it into a more interesting study subject than, for example, Honduran maras.
In the case of Costa Rica, it can be assumed that the academic infrastructure, which is relatively well developed in comparison to all other Central American countries, allows for the inclusion of a topic such as youth gangs on the agenda, even if it may not be a key problem for the country itself (but rather for its neighbors). In this context, it is important to note that, when scholars from Costa Rica study youth gangs in other parts of the isthmus-especially when they publish their results in Costa Rica-this has to be considered part of the Costa Rican (and Central American) academic discourse on youth violence. Nevertheless, Nicaraguan and Costa Rican scholarly literature on youth gangs and youth violence is, in quantitative terms, not comparable to that of El Salvador.
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Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (Nationalist Republican Alliance).
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There (in El Salvador), youth violence and gang activity can currently be considered the number-one issue. Not only has the corpus of literature on these matters grown exponentially in recent years, 26 but also some of the most recognized research institutions of the country, such as IUDOP, 27 have focused on these themes and have participated in conferences and symposia with high public visibility. 28 An exhaustive description and analysis regarding the content of the written and spoken statements of scholars cannot be given in this paper, but in general, the viewpoint of the academic community working on El Salvador does not differ much from the media's and many politicians' point of view, particularly in terms of one (fundamental) aspect: Youth violence, and the maras in particular, are depicted as one of the country's biggest problems and as a serious threat to public security. There certainly are a number of disagreements, both among researchers and between them and political actors or the media, regarding many specific aspects of the issue, for example, the size and characteristics of the gangs or the way youth violence could or should be prevented or combated. But there is a broad consensus about the prime importance of the subject for El
Salvador among Salvadoran and international researchers alike. 29
The "Everyday Discourse"
To investigate if and how the discourse of the media, political actors, and scholars corresponds with (or contradicts) the discourse of other, less powerful, members of society, brief texts drafted by students and interviews with people from different social backgrounds were analyzed.
In both Nicaragua and Costa Rica the issue of youth violence is only of marginal importance in the students' texts. In their answers to an open, not violence-related question about the most urgent problems of the country, 30 only three participants in Nicaragua and none in Costa Rica mention youth violence or juvenile delinquency as a major problem (see Table 1 ). first, the most urgent problems are the gangs, drugs, theft, etc. I would solve it by placing police in every spot where the thefts occur; the gangs should search for god because god can change them and take care of them wherever they may be.
The third one refers to solving street delinquency perpetrated by youths in general, not necessarily by gangs:
Invertir en educación: se reduciría la delincuencia en el país, porque ya no andarían los jóvenes en la calle vagando.
("Xelene," from a private school in Managua)
Invest in education: delinquency in the country would be reduced, because youths would not hang out in the streets anymore. Notes: NI = Nicaragua; CR = Costa Rica; SV = El Salvador (two urban public schools in El Salvador).
Source: Author's compilation.
As to the interviews, the differences between Nicaragua and Costa Rica are more significant.
In Nicaragua, for ten of the interview partners, youth violence, particularly pandillas, is an important topic. In Costa Rica, the odd interviewee mentions youth violence or youth gangs, but no one addresses the issue in such a way that it could be assumed he or she considers it a central security problem. In Nicaragua, for example, a Managua nurse, when asked about street violence, says, Apparently, in Nicaragua there is a phenomenon that occurs inversely in Costa Rica: While for many Nicaraguan "common people," youth gangs and other forms of youth violence are an important cause of concern, the dominant speakers in the public discourse (with the notable exception of the social science community), that is, the media and political leaders and institutions, tend to ignore or implicitly downplay the problem. In Costa Rica, politicians, scholars, and, to a limited extent, the media tend to give the issue a higher profile than less powerful speakers do. 32
For El Salvador, both the students' texts and the interviews reveal a high level of concernand fear-vis-à-vis gang and youth violence. Table 1 shows that in El Salvador a majority of participants (46 out of 81 students) in the "school experiment," responding to the open, not violence-related question, mention youth violence as a major problem in the country. For example, "Dominic," from a public secondary school in the center of San Salvador, writes,
Como presidente lo primero que hiciera fuera el problema de las pandillas, sería que si el pandillero se retira o por lo menos tiene buen comportamiento pedir el informe para ver su avance y luego decidir si sacarlo de la prisión o no.
As president, the first thing I would do is the gang problem; it would be, if the gang member quits the gang or, at least, behaves well, I would see the report to consider his progress and then decide whether to let him out of prison or not.
Interestingly, in the answers to the "open" (that is, not violence-related) question, a higher proportion of pupils from the private school and from the rural school than from the urban 32
This observation corresponds with a general impression the project researchers had during their field research in Central America: The dominant discourse in Nicaragua seems to rest upon the firm conviction that Nicaragua is a thoroughly peaceful country, "tired" of violence since the armed conflict ended. In Costa Rica, in contrast, the notion of a "naturally" or "traditionally" peaceful country is increasingly being replaced by the belief that "foreign" influences (globalization, immigrants, youth gangs, etc.) are currently transforming Costa Rica into a place nearly as violent and dangerous as any other part of Central America.
public schools refer to youth violence as an important problem in the country. 33 Yet in a second question, directly asking for personal experiences with security/insecurity, 34 the proportion of private school children who refer to maras or other youthviolence phenomena is low.
In contrast, in the urban public schools many participants report having had such problems personally. 35 The students of the private school, who usually have an upper middle-class background-which, in El Salvador, includes certain security standards-seem to be more reflective about youth violence than their peers from the public school; even if, for the latter, maras pose a much more immediate threat. 36 Many Salvadoran interview partners also express their preoccupation with youth violence and the maras. 37 The following short extracts of two of the interviews illustrate this: Answer- Asked about the differences between the situation during the civil war and today, a consultant from a German company's Salvadoran office responds, 38 33 In the private school 16 out of 19 participants mention youth violence, mainly maras, as a serious problem in the country. In the two urban public schools (one in the center of San Salvador and one in Ciudad Delgado, which is part of the "metropolitan area" of San Salvador) the proportion is 11 out of 25 and 13 out of 27 respectively, and in the rural public school (in the village Las Trancas in Chalatenango province) 6 out of 10. 34 The question was: "¿Se siente Usted segura/seguro-por ejemplo en su barrio, colonia, pueblo, ciudad, país, en su familia, colegio etc.? Por qué? / ¿Porqué no?" ("Do you feel safe-for example in your quarter, neighborhood, village, town, country, in your family, school, etc.? Why? Why not?") 35 Private school: 4 out of 19; public school in the center of El Salvador: 14 out of 25; public school in Ciudad Delgado: 20 out of 27; and rural school: 4 out of 10. 36 The results of a survey from IUDOP (2006: 20) show a similar trend with regard to insecurity in general. Interviewees with an upper-class background are significantly more worried about the security situation than others. While 66.7 percent of upper-class (estrato alto) respondents say delinquency is the most important problem in the country, the proportion of interviewees in the other parts of society who answer the same is lower: upper middle-class, 42.3 percent; lower middle-class, 50.8 percent; workers, 46.1 percent; marginalized poor (estrato marginal) 45.0 percent; and rural, 47.2 percent.
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As to the interviews, it does not make much sense to include quantitative aspects in the analysis, because there is no statistical representativeness regarding the number (about 30 per country) and the selection of interviewees. Also, in the course of some but not all the interviews, the interviewer explicitly asked the interview partner for a statement on youth violence or youth gangs. Nevertheless, the differences between the countries should be mentioned: In El Salvador, 21 of all interviewees identified youth violence as a major problem in the country; whereas in Nicaragua 10 interview partners and in Costa Rica no interview partner expressed a similar preoccupation with youth violence in their country. 38 The interview partner is German, but has lived in El Salvador since the 1970s. In the Salvadoran context, his socioeconomic background can be described as ranging between upper middle-class and upper class. 
Comparing the Discourse of Powerful and Less Powerful Speakers
In light of the above analysis of the sources, it can be confirmed that youth violence, and the mara issue in particular, are depicted by both powerful and less powerful speakers in El Sal- We are going to use 'Super Iron Fist' to bring the delinquents before the law, but at the same time we will lend our hand to avoid that those who are in risk become delinquents and to rescue and rehabilitate those who want to be reintegrated into society.
The 2004 government program of the ruling ARENA party also emphasizes this combination of repressive and nonrepressive measures:
[H]abrá especial concentración en la situación particular de las pandillas, tanto en cuanto a la prevención y la sanción, como a la reincorporación de sus miembros a la sociedad. (ARENA 2004: 11) [T]here will be special concentration on the particular situation of gangs, both in terms of prevention and sanctions and in terms of the reintegration of their members into society.
As the next section of this paper argues, this combination strategy is (at most) only halfheartedly implemented in actual policies and thus mainly exists on the rhetorical level. But nevertheless, an interesting result of this analysis is the finding that there is significant congruence between the government's discourse on how to reduce youth gang violence on the one hand, and the opinions most of our interview partners express on the other. Not all the answers are related to maras or youth violence, but rather to insecurity in general. Yet, as in the Salvadoran case the gangs are seen as the main producers of insecurity, it can be assumed that most answers are implicitly or explicitly referring to that issue (among others, at least).
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The most important repressive measures demanded by the interviewees are more staff and money for the police, tougher legislation, tougher judges, more involvement of the military and private actors in the security sector, and more international cooperation to prosecute gang members. The most important nonrepressive measures demanded by the interview partners are prevention, rehabilitation, better education, better impartment of values, urban planning, social justice, development/poverty reduction, change of the political system or of the development model, improvement of gender equality, fighting corruption, prohibition of weapons, more just and more accessible justice system, strengthening of human rights, and communitybased policing. Security is everybody's matter. It is the priest's matter, the mayor's; it is the teachers' matter; it is the
[taxi] drivers' matter; it is the matter of all of us who belong to society. The responsibility of the priest is to guide the believers. If he knows a woman's son who already tends towards delinquency, well, bring him to church and start to indoctrinate him according to the doctrine of the church. So he can see if he can save him, as they say, save his soul. That way, they have already generated security.
Apparently, the discourse of the government and that of many "ordinary people" about how to confront (youth) violence have much in common in El Salvador (see Table 2 ). And even if the sources do not allow assumptions in terms of causal relations, they do suggest there is at least some kind of close interrelatedness and (presumably mutual) influence between the two discursive spheres. In sum, in Nicaragua, youth violence seems to be treated as being of rather marginal relevance by powerful speakers, such as politicians or the media. It is depicted as being of slightly higher importance by other, less powerful, members of society. In Costa Rica, where violence and crime in general are a much-discussed topic in all spheres of society, youth violence in particular is more prominently addressed by political actors, academic authors, and the media than by "common people." For El Salvador, the sources show that youth violence and particularly the mara gangs are seen throughout society as the country's main security problem. It seems that for some parts of Salvadoran society, the gangs are in fact the only important security issue. The fear of youth violence is so intense and ubiquitous that not only (alleged) gang members but also the entire younger generation come under suspicion.
Government Policies to Reduce Youth Violence in Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and El

Salvador
This section will examine the government policies designed to counter juvenile delinquency and youth violence in the three Central American countries (Table 3 , p. 30, summarizes these policies). It will also point out whether and how these policies correspond with the hegemonic discourse on those subjects in the three societies.
Nicaragua
For Nicaragua, Rocha (2005 and and Rocha/Bellanger (2004) have analyzed the state's reaction to youth violence and in particular to youth gangs. There seems to be a substantial difference between the official policies, as they become manifest in laws, directives, budgets, etc., on the one hand, and the actual behavior and performance of lower-ranking police officers or other state representatives directly confronted with the problem on the other. On the official level, the institutional history of the Nicaraguan police, the Policía Nacional (National Police), is one of the main reasons the state has not opted for a repressive approach to youth violence.
[T]he highest positions in the National Police are held by approximately forty former combatants of the revolution; they occupy the highest echelons and are divided into two networks: the traditional economic elite network and the FSLN network. Instead of tightening repression, the Policía Nacional focuses on community-based rehabilitation; this may include negotiating armistices between pandillas, finding (or helping to create) work opportunities for ex-gang members, and so on.
Together with the police, the parliament and other state institutions have also fostered a nonrepressive, preventive, and rehabilitation-oriented approach to confronting youth violence in Nicaragua. In particular, the approval of the Código de la Niñez y la Adolescencia See Rocha/Bellanger 2004: 311-323. 43 From the perspective of policy analysis, it is important to note that the police force is an actor which, in general terms, intervenes after particular policies have been designed (that is, in the implementation phase of the policy cycle; see for example, Jann/Wegrich 89-92), even if the "highest echelons" of the police may take part in the political process at an earlier stage. This paper cannot analyze how and why "street level bureaucrats" (Lipsky 1980 )-the police on the local level-transform official policies in such a way that the policy output significantly differs from the (expressed) intentions of higher level decision makers. (PDDH 2002: 93 Despite these problems of implementation which Nicaragua's "official" policies to reduce youth violence must face-problems all other countries of the isthmus also have to deal with, to a varying degree-the overall trend in the last ten years has been the favoring of a human and children's rights-based approach implying only a minimal amount of repression.
This makes Nicaragua different from all other Central American countries; in particular, the governments of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras have decided to resort to the rhetoric and practice of the iron fist (see below for the example of El Salvador).
Costa Rica
It is very difficult to describe the Costa Rican state's policies with respect to youth violence or juvenile delinquency because reliable information on this matter is extremely hard to Judicial 2007: 35) . It is impossible for the author of this paper, however, to assess whether this decrease is due to government policies or to other factors.
El Salvador
The government of El Salvador has clearly favored repressive measures, the so-called mano dura (iron-fist) policies, to reduce delinquency in general and youth gang violence in particular. Police forces have steadily grown in terms of budget and staff. Additionally, the government has increasingly involved the military in combating youth gangs-to the extent that the armed forces have managed to regain much of the domestic power they had gradually lost following the end of the civil war. The police and the military patrol the cities and carry out massive operations, especially in those barrios (quarters, neighborhoods) known to be affected by mara activities. In these operations, security forces make extensive use of weapons and other military equipment (armored cars, helicopters, etc.) and detain and kill high numbers of suspected youth gang members. Often, youths are arrested on the grounds of being tattooed, a distinctive-though certainly not an exclusive-sign of gang members.
Shortly afterwards, many of the detained adolescents and young adults have to be released because of a lack of substantial evidence that they have committed a crime.
In the past, this situation led to harsh conflicts between the government and the judiciary, in particular the judges: Representatives of the executive authorities accused judges of not sentencing young criminals and of sabotaging the government's anti-crime policies. The judges, 
Central America
In the three countries analyzed, the public discourse on youth violence can be summarized as a mixture of viewpoints locatable on a continuum between favoring repression on the one hand, and advocating preventive, rehabilitation-and human rights-based policies on the other. Every country has a specific "mix ratio" of these viewpoints, Nicaragua being located rather on the nonrepressive side, Costa Rica somewhere in the middle, and El Salvador on the more repressive side. But neither in Nicaragua nor in El Salvador can the discourses be described as purely nonrepressive or purely repressive. In Nicaragua and Costa Rica, where the social discourse on youth violence-compared to El Salvador-is less prominent in the public debate and less homogeneous between powerful and not so powerful speakers, the state policies are neither very accentuated nor very coherent, whether in terms of repressive or nonrepressive measures. In El Salvador, the state's response to youth violence and juvenile delinquency coincides with a generalized public fear regarding these phenomena. 48 This congruence also applies to particular aspects of youth crime policy. One example of this is the shift in the depiction of youth gangs (in the media and government discourse) from a youth culture problem to one of organized crime, parallel to a corresponding shift in the authorities' strategies to combat the gangs.
In El Salvador youths in general are socially constructed as a potential threat to security.
Youth gang members in particular are constructed as the "criminal others" from whom society has to be protected by means of specific seguridad ciudadana policies. 49 The same might also apply in the cases of Guatemala and Honduras, which appear to be similar to El Salvador, but (because of the limited geographical scope of the sources analyzed for this paper)
this cannot be substantiated here. For Nicaragua and Costa Rica, neither social discourse nor governmental policies suggest that adolescents in general are being stigmatized as a security threat. A closer look at the sources would be necessary, though, to check if there are particular groups of young people, for example young drug addicts, young immigrants, etc., who are systematically constructed as the dangerous "other." In any case, it seems that in Nicaragua and Costa Rica there are other characteristics than simply "being young" that turn a person into a source of fear and an object of security policies. Nevertheless, maras are constructed as an imminent (Costa Rica) or only possible (Nicaragua) threat, and the governments of both countries have taken part in an increasing number of regional and international initiatives to fight the gangs.
48
Most probably, Cohen's (1980) concept of "moral panic" would apply in the case of the public's fear of youth gangs in El Salvador.
49
In this regard, the findings of this paper corroborate Hume's (2007: 493) thesis on "the existence of an exclusionary logic that demonised and dehumanised gangs as a collective. The potency of this discourse lay in its appeal to the population and its use to justify heavy-handed (and often unconstitutional) measures."
The analysis of the three countries as individual cases and as a "bounded system" has provided a differentiated insight into the discourse on youth violence in Central America.
Given the uncontested prominence of the mara issue in the region's (youth) violence debate, the focus of most of the relevant literature lies on El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, the countries with a massive mara presence and with crime and violence problems perceived as high. This paper has taken Costa Rica and Nicaragua fully into account and has shown that even in one of these "non-mara countries," Costa Rica, the discourse on youth violence is an important topic in some discursive spaces, although not as important as in El Salvador.
Thus, it is not necessarily the presence of youth gangs that draws public attention to the issue of youth violence. Moreover, as the depiction of maras as an imminent or future threat in Costa Rica and Nicaragua shows, the youth gang problem-or, more exactly, the discourse regarding it-in one part of the "bounded system" has produced significant effects on the way youth violence is discursively treated in other parts of the system.
On the basis of the sources analyzed in this paper, it is not possible to draw conclusions concerning causal relations between discourse and policies. However, the analysis suggests that there is a strong relation and mutual influence between the public's fear (or disregard) of youth violence and the state's policies to reduce that kind of violence. Based on the explorative findings of the qualitative research presented in this paper, it is possible and necessary to conduct more and differently designed research to determine what the causal linkages between discourse and policy in the field of youth violence in Central America are. Also, further research efforts should be undertaken to discover why, how, and by whom the discourses are originally generated and what the power relations which cause them to become hegemonic-and relevant in the policymaking process-are. This kind of "archaeology" (in the Foucaultian sense of the word) would help in understanding the deeper roots of antiyouth-crime policies which in some countries such as El Salvador, tend to disregard human and children's rights.
Overall, it seems fruitful, not only for Central America but also for other Latin American countries, to emphasize the social discourse on violence and crime while researching public policies that address these problems. The concept of seguridad ciudadana is not specific to Central America; it is present and relevant all through Latin America. In each context, there may be other groups of citizens marked by society as the "criminal others" from whom society has to be protected, be they immigrants, ethnic minorities, a specific age group, drug consumers, football fans, or whoever. In this paper, it has been shown that one of these demonized groups can be a whole generation, as in El Salvador. Political and social actors across Latin America should be aware that such "intergenerational apartheid" (Lock 2006) has damaging effects for democracy, human rights, and development in the region. They should design policies not only to prevent juvenile delinquency and youth violence-as states and civic organizations increasingly do-but also to prevent societies from defining their own adolescents as a threat to the citizens' security.
